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The Teaching Effectiveness Debate

Over the last decade, policy and business leaders have come to know what parents have always
known: teachers make the greatest difference to student achievement. With new statistical and
analytical methods used by a wide range of researchers, evidence has been mounting that
teacher quality can account for a large share of variance in student test scores.! The evidence on
the distribution of qualified and effective teachers is also clear — and the findings are not good.
Teachers who have met the demanding standards of National Board Certification and those who
have generated higher “value-added” student achievement gains are far less likely to teach
economically disadvantaged and minority students.? As a result, high-poverty schools are more
likely to be beset with teaching vacancies in math and special education,3 and much more likely
to staff classrooms with out-of-field, inexperienced and less prepared teachers.4

Simply stated, the teaching quality gap explains much of the student achievement gap.

While most researchers and policy analysts agree about the primary role that teachers play in
advancing student achievement,5 they are often at odds over the best means to identify effective
teachers and improve teaching effectiveness. Much controversy swirls around the relationship
between the quality of teacher preparation and a teacher’s subsequent effectiveness. Specifically,
there is competing evidence concerning the need to recruit more academically able teachers, the
primacy of subject matter expertise over pedagogical preparation, and whether teaching
experience and education degrees matter for student achievement.

The popular media has fueled the debate. Many highly visible journalists have sided with the
self-styled reform camp, calling for disbanding university-based teacher education and state
certification regimes and focusing instead on recruiting talented individuals from competitive
colleges with the right “personality” to teach effectively.® These calls have been made with some
fervor, fueled by less-than-careful bloggers and journalists who often cherry-pick evidence and
partial research findings to make their claims.

Despite the growing complexity of teaching in the 215t century, some journalists have gone so far
as to propose that effective teachers are born, not made — and the key to school reform is
attracting more of the “right” people into teaching. For some, like Nicholas Kristof of the New
York Times, education schools do not offer much more than “secret snake-charming skills” to
prospective teachers.” For others, like Jay Mathews of the Washington Post, experienced
teachers are more likely to be a liability than an asset.8 For them and many other vocal opinion-
makers, school reform in high-needs schools is best driven by young, talented teachers who
teach for a few years before they move on to more ambitious or lucrative careers.?



In sum, the argument is that preparation — even for teaching in our most challenged public
schools — is not really needed. What needs to be learned can be accomplished in a few weeks or
months — and preferably not by the universities that have traditionally prepared teachers.

Unpacking the Evidence on Teacher Preparation and Effectiveness

There is no shortage of research reports on teacher and teaching effectiveness. Bundles of them
are released each year by a variety of institutes and think tanks — many revealing particular
biases in the way questions are framed and data are assembled. Some scholars have noted that
researchers often draw on “differing notions of evidence” in conducting such studies, noting that
their conclusions may be driven by different ideologies and “assumptions about the purposes of
schooling” in American society.°

Our review here is not meant to offer definitive claims, but to set a context for a better
understanding of the evidence on teaching effectiveness. Our brief discussion, while more
illustrative than exhaustive, points out problems with the conventional wisdom about what
makes a teacher effective in a high-needs school.

Most research studies do support claims that academic ability is important for teachers to
possess and that formal teacher preparation and teaching experience may have only modest
effects on student achievement test results. But consumers of these investigations need to read
the fine print. For example, a number of researchers have pointed to a teacher’s own test scores
(e.g., on the Scholastic Aptitude Test) and personal traits such as energy and enthusiasm as
predictors of effective teaching."* In some ways, this is common sense. However, most studies
show a relatively minor relationship between a teacher’s verbal skills and her students’ own
standardized test scores.’2 Overall, the proportion of the variance in student achievement that
researchers ascribe to a teacher’s academic prowess is small in comparison with other factors
such as preparation.

Traditional teacher preparation is often denigrated because much of the related research on
teacher education is muddied by poor designs and variable specification.3s For example, in one
study, researchers compared young recruits from a well-known alternative certification program
with traditionally prepared young teachers in the same high-needs schools and found that the
alternate-route teachers produced greater achievement gains for their students.’4 Importantly,
the gains were only in math, and not all that significant; reading gains were the same for both
groups. More to the point, a close examination of the study revealed that the alternative
certification recruits actually had more practice-based teacher preparation, mentoring, and
pedagogical coursework than their traditionally certified peers.’s Other studies have shown that
alternatively trained teachers who had very limited pedagogical coursework before they began to
teach actually lowered their students’ achievement scores over the course of the academic year.:¢
These findings and other research suggest that pathways into teaching — alternative or
traditional — do not matter as much for student achievement as the quality of the training,



especially the quality of a trainee’s student-teaching experience and how well the clinical
preparation is tied to relevant pedagogical coursework.?”

A 2005 synthesis of teacher education research by a panel of the American Educational
Research Association did not clearly point to the superiority of any particular program structure
(e.g., four-year undergraduate program, a fifth-year post-baccalaureate program, or alternative
program).’® However, the panel did indicate that, under the right conditions, certain strategies
used in preparation programs, such as case studies and teaching portfolios, can yield positive
outcomes for teachers and their students.

Yet a 2008 examination of evidence on teacher education by the National Bureau of Economic
Research found that teachers with more extensive clinical training (including a full-year
internship) before they begin to teach actually produce higher student achievement gains.’9 In a
study of both traditional and alternative pathways into teaching, the researchers — using a large
and sophisticated database — found that teacher education programs that produce higher
student achievement gains (in their graduates’ first year of teaching) had the following
characteristics:

(1) Extensive and well-supervised student teaching, with strong “congruence” between the
training experience and the first-year teaching assignment;

(2) Opportunities “to engage in the actual practices involved in teaching” (e.g., lesson
studies with colleagues);

(3) Opportunities to study and assess local school curricula; and

(4) A capstone experience in which action research or data-focused portfolios are used to
make summative judgments about the quality of the teacher candidate.2°

Some researchers have not found that teaching experience beyond the initial three years results
in improved student test scores.2! However, not all teachers, even with the same number of years
in the classroom, have the same teacher preparation and professional development experiences
over time. Other researchers have shown that more experienced, expert teachers know more
than novices and organize the knowledge of content, teaching strategies, and students
differently, retrieve it more readily, and can apply it in novel and creative ways.22 Still others
have shown that more seasoned, experts are more able to overcome some of the stressful
working conditions found in many in high needs schools. 23

Teachers do not gain from their experience in a vacuum. Teaching experience may matter for
student achievement when teachers have access to their more expert, seasoned colleagues.
Researchers have shown that the main reason American students do not perform as well as
many of their international peers on achievement measures in math and science is that their
teachers are not give the kinds of opportunities to learn from each other.24 In this investigation



it was the collective experience of teachers, as they learned from each other that seemed to
matter most for improving student achievement.

A 2009 study using 11 years of matched teacher and student achievement data was able to
isolate and quantify the added value brought about by such collective expertise — finding that
most value-added gains are attributable to teachers who are more experienced (and qualified)
and stay together as teams. Drawing on sophisticated analyses, the researchers found that peer
learning among small groups of teachers seems to be the most powerful predictor of student
achievement over time.25 Education Week, in reporting on this groundbreaking research,
concluded: “[T]eachers raise their games when the quality of their colleagues improves.”2¢

As part of our own investigations into working conditions, teacher retention and student
achievement, one science teacher with 10 years’ experience told us:

I remember those early stages of feeling so overwhelmed as a novice teacher. I was trying
to prepare everything one day ahead of where the kids were. And then I went through a
stage where I was a little bit more comfortable. I had plenty of content knowledge. That
has never been a problem. The problem has been how to teach it. If it was not for the
mentor who helped me, and now my professional learning community, I would not be as
effective as I am. I would have to honestly say that it’s just in the last couple of years that
I really feel good about my teaching and the results I am getting. I think that it really
takes five years, with support, to become an effective teacher.

Teacher Working Conditions and Teaching Effectiveness

A plethora of studies have shown that many factors and circumstances determine whether
qualified teachers can teach effectively. Effective teaching is not just about teachers’ knowledge,
skills, and dispositions — but also about the conditions under which they work. Successful
efforts to raise teaching quality and student achievement, especially in high-needs schools,
require an intensive focus on working conditions: making sure teachers teach in the fields in
which they are prepared; have adequate time to work with colleagues on matters of instruction;
have ready access to information, materials and technology; and receive helpful feedback about
their teaching.2” Rosenholtz’s landmark study of two decades ago concluded that “learning-
enriched schools” were characterized by “collective commitments to student learning in
collaborative settings...where it is assumed improvement of teaching is a collective rather than
individual enterprise, and that analysis, evaluation, and experimentation in concert with
colleagues are conditions under which teachers improve.”28 One recent study found that
students achieve more in mathematics and reading when they attend schools characterized by
higher levels of teacher collaboration for school improvement.29

Other researchers have found that school characteristics such as smaller size and common
planning time are key to supporting professional learning communities, which can encourage
effective innovation.3° They have also found that teachers who participate in structured
dialogues to analyze student work and collectively solve problems in their schools are more
likely to change their teaching practices and improve student achievement.3! Still other
researchers have found that professional development using “scientifically rigorous
methodologies” and characterized by depth and duration (30 to 100 hours of time over six



months to a year) was likely to impact student achievement positively. Despite this research,
high-intensity, job-embedded collaborative learning is not very common among teachers in
American schools.32 Some analysts have claimed that cultivating these teacher working
conditions and building a sense of trust in schools are critical factors in school reform — as both
have been linked to greater teacher effectiveness, irrespective of the academic ability of teachers
and whether they attended a competitive college.33

Teaching in a high-needs school is often a frenetic experience. Many teachers find it necessary to
put in well over 60 hours a week to manage multiple interventions, meet the social and
emotional needs of their students, mediate conflicts when out-of-school turmoil spills over into
the classroom, cope with the complexity of teaching highly mobile students, and deal with the
constant pressure to prepare for high-stakes tests. (A recent Public Agenda poll revealed that
teachers, young and old, are primarily “disheartened” by the overemphasis on standardized tests
as the tool to judge them and their schools. 34 This effect is certainly heightened in our most
challenging school environments.)

Many teachers in high-needs schools also struggle to find resources they can use to differentiate
instruction for students with varying special needs, including the growing number of students
who are learning English as a second language. The pressure to do a nearly impossible job is
tremendous. In the absence of supportive working conditions, the human price — all too often —
is professional burnout. In a widely read Washington Post article, former Teach For America
recruit Sarah Fine described why she resigned from teaching after administrators “steadily
expand[ed] the workload and workday” while “more and more major decisions were made
behind closed doors, and more and more teachers felt micromanaged rather than supported.”ss

Our work with teachers in high-needs schools has led us to look carefully at the kinds of working
conditions that seem to matter most for student achievement. Since we started our
investigations over five years ago, we have surveyed over 300,000 teachers in seven different
states and several major urban school districts. Like other investigators, we have found that
quality school leadership, more time for planning and collaboration, and opportunities to take
an active role in school decision-making processes all correlate highly with teachers’ plans to
remain in teaching. In some cases, we also found that these factors related to improved student
achievement.3¢

We have learned that elementary school teachers are far more positive about their working
conditions, when compared to their middle and high school counterparts; new teachers who
have quality support are more likely to report they will remain in teaching; and teachers who
report relatively low levels of satisfaction with their professional development often do not have
access to the kinds of training they believe they need. (See Appendix.) These findings are not
surprising for anyone who has spent time in schools, but nonetheless are rarely addressed by the
“reformers” who seek to improve teacher and teaching effectiveness.

The early results of our working conditions research showed more variation in teachers’ reports
of their working conditions within schools than among them. In particular, those survey results
showed no significant differences between high-needs and “not-so-high-needs” schools. Taken
together, and given the evidence of other research and our own observations, these two results



suggested that our instruments were insufficiently sensitive to capture the realities of these very
different school environments.

Therefore, over the last year, with support from the Ford Foundation, we launched a series of
case studies in several high-needs urban districts to understand more deeply the effects of
working conditions on the retention of effective teachers in challenging schools. Our early
findings call to mind the work of Dr. W. Edwards Deming, legendary in his role in reinvigorating
Japanese industries after World War 11, who developed the “85-15 rule.” According to Deming,
85 percent of a worker’s performance is determined by the system in which they work, and the
remaining 15 percent by their individual effort.3” In other words, it is the system that needs most
of our attention. Improving student learning in the 215t century will require policymakers to get
beyond the usual debates about teaching effectiveness and focus not just on the qualities of
individual teachers, but on the conditions that facilitate their improved effectiveness.

Going Deeper: Working Conditions That Matter Most

Our recent case studies have surfaced a range of working conditions that seem to matter most
for effective teaching, teacher retention, and student achievement. The work we report here is
only exploratory, but we have uncovered a number of tightly connected factors that seem to
determine whether teachers in high-needs schools find their work environment supportive of
their teaching and beneficial in building their own capacity to help their students meet academic
standards. What follows are brief descriptions of several key “threshold” conditions on which
schools and districts should focus to promote effective teaching and student learning.

First, it is important to point out that with rapid changes in learning technologies, effective
classrooms in the 215t century will not focus solely on imparting siloed information to students
in discrete classrooms. Rather, researcherss8 and teacherss? project that effective education will
be increasingly about how well topics and skills can be interconnected to boost higher-order
thinking and learning, capacities for clear communication, and critical and strategic thinking.
Teachers will need to be not only content area experts, but also sound managers of students’
educational experiences, coordinating diverse sources of learning beyond the standard text and
lecture. Creating school environments that support this kind of effective teaching goes well
beyond the traditional “working conditions” issues related to the time, resources and training
available to teachers. Increasingly, research points to the fact that it is not just what teachers
can access, but how they use those accessed resources to advance instructional excellence, that
will determine their effectiveness and their longevity in the profession.

Our research has pointed to several types of in-depth preparation essential for effective teaching
in high-needs schools. All teachers in these settings need preparation for working with special
needs students and with students who are learning English as a second language. Teachers who
entered teaching with more of these skills were more at ease, less harried, more likely to respond
favorably to the students they were teaching, and more likely to have the pedagogical tools to
teach them.

We have also learned that teachers in high-needs schools need to acquire specific knowledge
about how to manage reform mandates. Such training helps teachers to manage multiple



interventions more effectively, meet the social and emotional needs of their students, mediate
conflicts when out-of-school turmoil spills over into the classroom, understand the complexity
of teaching highly mobile students, and deal with the rush to prepare for high-stakes tests. With
deeper preparation, one administrator in a high-needs school district told us, “they are more
likely to keep their heads above water” and “remain in teaching long enough to get good at what
they do.”

In addition, we have learned that many new teachers in high-needs schools struggle to find
resources they can use to differentiate instruction for students with varying academic needs and
community or home contexts. Many do not have content-specific mentors who can provide the
just-in-time support they need. The teachers we interviewed entered teaching through various
pathways, both traditional and alternative. The pathway did not seem to matter, but — as
supported by findings in the research cited here — additional preparation for and clinical
experience in high-needs schools did. Those teachers with less such specific experience were
also less ready to teach effectively in high-needs schools.

Many researchers, as noted previously, often do not find that teaching experience (after the first
few years) is strongly associated with student achievement. Our research points to two reasons
for the tenuous link: (1) a lack of coherent and ongoing mentoring support available to novice
teachers in high-needs schools, and (2) administrators who not know how to organize their
teaching talent in the best interests of student learning. Some problems of under-preparation
and inexperience can be ameliorated by the better use of experienced, expert teachers in
coaching and mentoring roles.

One of our case studies makes this point clearly. A well-prepared principal, also well-known in
the district for her instructional expertise, was confounded by the influx of brand new teachers
in one grade level in her high-needs school. Concerned about the novices’ ability to deliver high-
quality instruction and their potential for burnout, she made the unusual choice of removing the
one seasoned veteran in that particular grade level from full-time teaching. Instead, this veteran
circulated daily among the four novice teachers’ classrooms as a full-time coach, mentor and
team teacher. As the recent research literature suggests, this experiment in collaboration and
shared expertise was a success. Despite having only first-year teachers, all four classes were
excelling. According to the principal, the novice teachers were already beginning to teach as if
they had much more teaching experience. All of the novices were planning to remain in
teaching, defying the typical attrition rate among new teachers in high-needs schools. This
example not only speaks to an innovative form of instructional leadership for principals and
veteran teachers in high-needs schools, it reveals that the effects of teaching experience on
instructional practice and student achievement are not easily determined.

The need to cultivate collective expertise — and provide other types of ongoing support and
professional development for teachers — is particularly strong in high-needs schools, which have
a disproportionate number of beginning and out-of-field teachers. Education budget cuts due to
the recession have forced unprecedented numbers of reductions in force (RIFs) over the past



year and even more mobility of teachers within and across schools. Even where tenure or
seniority has protected some teachers’ positions from being cut outright, many teachers have
been required to change grade level or subject area, often on a moment’s notice. Even if new
assignments are not technically out-of-field, the differences between old and new assignments
can be drastic, leaving even experienced teachers performing like relative novices.

For instance, in one high-needs school, a veteran earth sciences teacher found himself placed in
an upper-grade chemistry classroom earlier this school year, due to forced re-staffing as a result
of economic recession:

I know I'm licensed for any secondary science course, but this feels like starting over. I
need new lesson plans for the new subject, and have to use different methods for the new
age group. And I only had one class in chemistry in college!

Another veteran teacher was moved from middle school to high school, after being “surplused”
twice because of the recession, and was in that sense forced to teach out of field:

It’s really frustrating because I had been teaching at the middle school for so long and
finally learned how to teach the early adolescent. The all of a sudden I was fired and then
later rehired and sent to a high school where the students are quite different — and I had
to teach a course I had never taught before. Then, I got RIFed [pink slipped] again.

In other case study sites, we came across innumerable examples where 27 grade teachers were
being moved to the 5% grade, and vice versa. Even though most of these transfers involved
experienced teachers, the differences in curriculum and the developmental age of students
posed new pedagogical challenges for them, with few if any formal professional development
supports. In this kind of staffing context, traditional notions of induction support as a
“beginners only” system are outdated, and the demarcation between experienced and
inexperienced teachers becomes even more ambiguous.

Researchers have shown how teacher and teaching effectiveness can be muddied by out-of-field
teaching assignments made by administrators who either do not have the resources or the
inclination to fill every classroom with teachers who are prepared to teach specific content.4°
Others have documented how administrators rarely select teachers on the basis of instructional
effectiveness, but rather on a range of local political and organizational preferences.4* One of the
most confounding working conditions problems in high-needs schools is out-of-field teaching —
not the qualifications or dispositions of the individual teachers. Professional development and
support systems must evolve to address that need.

As the positive impacts of teacher collaboration have become more widely recognized and
promoted, more schools and districts have encouraged collective practice within grade level or
subject area teams. In one of our case study sites, survey data revealed that more teachers are
reporting adequate time for collaboration at their schools. Collaboration — if done in a
structured and focused manner — can be incredibly important in helping teachers develop
effective teaching practices and problem-solving skills.



Teachers, especially in high-needs schools, clamor for more time — and not just with their grade
level or subject matter peers. In one case study site, a high-needs school has struggled to raise
third grade test scores, despite a history of horizontal (grade-level) collaboration among
teachers. Now they are beginning to experiment with vertical collaboration as well, so that K-2
teachers are more aware of — and more accountable for — what needs to be done to lay the
groundwork for literacy and numeracy skills that will be tested in the years after students leave
their classrooms. Vertical collaboration also provides space and structure for early-grades
teachers to “hand off” knowledge about how particular students learn best to their upper-grades
colleagues, making it more likely that students can get instruction geared to their particular
needs from day one in their succeeding classrooms. In this school, teachers are already reporting
more confidence in their teaching. The practice has been shown to improve teacher retention
and effectiveness over time. However, we have found few systematic efforts in our sites for
ensuring both horizontal and vertical planning time.

Research shows that student mobility can depress achievement, not only for the transient
students themselves, but also for their classmates.4> Student mobility, caused by families who
must move from one neighborhood or region to another, is disproportionately a problem in
high-needs schools, adding another challenge to serving students in these communities. While
housing instability and residency issues for low-income and immigrant students are beyond the
control of teachers, it has become a problematic working condition for them.

Our case study visits have surfaced how an inflexible school curriculum and outdated data
systems undermine teachers’ capacity to teach transient students effectively. Some teachers,
usually by happenstance, will teach more mobile students than others. Indeed, some teachers
may only have a few students enter and exit during the school year, while others may have over
50 percent mobility. Class loads and assignments are rarely altered for teachers with a high
incidence of student turnover — few school administrators are trained or expected to manage
this kind of student mobility. As a result some teachers are more extended than others — and in
many cases, become “exhausted” given the extra work and stress these situations create.

Our research also suggests that teachers in high-needs schools need more preparation to work
with a variety of “outside-of-the-school” support providers. Our own surveys find that teachers
report “adequate” support from parents in educating their children. But our case studies have
surfaced a more critical factor in student success — the knowledge that teachers have of
afterschool programs and the acumen of administrators in helping connect what takes places
during the regular school day with the services and support that students receive in the
community (e.g., Big Brother/Big Sister programs). In most of our cases, few of the teachers we
interviewed had received any information through school or district induction programs about
afterschool or summer enrichment programs or other resources for their students available
during out-of-school time. None report being explicitly trained to leverage these resources to
boost student learning or wellbeing.

Our case study work has also shown us that there are direct educational benefits to involving
classroom teachers in building bridges between school and community. For example, a few



teachers reported to us that they feel far more in control of their work with students when there
are specific connections between what they teach in core curriculum and what their students
experience in afterschool and summer programs. In some instances, teachers make these
connections on their own — and on their own time. Sometimes administrators are aware of
these efforts and assist, but often they do not.

Traditionally, it is exclusively principals or school-based social workers and counselors who
make school-community connections, leaving teachers somewhat “out of the loop.” Teachers, in
our interviews, were very clear about the need to be “in the loop” with such community
connections if they are going to be able to teach effectively, especially in high-needs schools.
However, they were also more than clear that they needed more time to do so: “other things had
to be taken off their plate.”

Conclusions

Much of the teaching effectiveness debate continues to focus mostly on the academic
qualifications and dispositions of teachers, not the conditions under which they work or the
extent to which they are prepared for the classroom, especially in high needs schools. This
debate, which is not new, has been intensified by the popular media and made part of the
“conventional wisdom” that many journalists and other education analysts hold about the
teaching profession.

Current research — both ours and the work of others - points to the need for policies and
practices that zero in on the specific working conditions and professional supports teachers
require to persist and excel in high-needs schools. Few commentators ask questions about the
conditions necessary to convince talented recruits to accept challenging school assignments. Nor
do they ask what supports must be present for them to teach effectively once they've been
recruited.

Another recent poll by the Public Agenda Foundation found that nearly 8o percent of teachers
would choose to teach in a school where administrators supported them, rather than a school
with significantly higher salaries.43 Recent research on National Board Certified Teachers
(NBCTs) has produced similar findings. 44 Our own work with NBCTs suggests that financial
incentives alone will not lure these accomplished teachers to high-needs schools. Factors such as
strong principal leadership, a collegial staff with a shared teaching philosophy and pedagogical
practices, the autonomy to adapt curriculum to the needs of their diverse students (i.e., no rigid
scripted curriculum), and access to subject-specific resources (e.g., classroom reading libraries
and science equipment) are first and foremost.45 Financial incentives were important but not at
the top of these teachers’ lists. In one study we found senior teachers more than willing to
transfer to high-needs schools if the conditions were ripe. Other researchers have also clearly
documented what it takes to encourage accomplished teachers to move to the schools that need
them most.4¢

We agree that more finely-tuned research needs to be conducted to gauge the most critical
working conditions linked to effective teaching and student achievement gains. And journalists
and analysts need to get better at telling more accurate stories of what it takes to ensure an
effective teacher for every child. Framing a more accurate narrative of teaching effectiveness will
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be key to building the political will necessary to advance the working conditions that matter
most for students and their learning. Teaching can and should recruit more talented individuals
into the profession and ensure they have the right attitudes toward students in high-needs
schools. But evidence strongly suggests that we focus less on individual teachers’ attributes than
on the quality of the structures that develop, support and facilitate the work of effective teachers.
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Appendix: Case Study Work on Teaching and Learning Conditions

The Center for Teaching Quality has developed and administered large-scale surveys on teacher
working conditions in states and districts nationwide since early in this decade. Our survey work
in Clark County School District (CCSD) in Nevada expanded several years ago to include case
studies at two high-needs schools in that urban district. Our goal in moving to mixed-methods
research was to examine and illustrate particular survey data points in a deeper and more
nuanced fashion — one that was embedded in the context of a specific school and larger
community. Our interviews with teachers, administrators, community partners, and school
social workers or instructional specialists provided diverse perspectives on how Empowerment
school reform models (based on offering increased autonomy to address specific challenges in
low-performing schools) can drive dramatic school improvements shown in the teaching and
learning conditions survey, and student achievement data.

With support from the Ford Foundation, CTQ has now added a third non-Empowerment case
study school in CCSD, which allows us to introduce a control into research in that district. Ford
funding is also making possible the addition of three schools each in two new case study sites in
North Carolina’s Charlotte-Mecklenburg Schools (CMS) and another major urban district in the
northeast (to be announced in spring 2010). In CMS, we are collaborating with researchers at
Queens University of Charlotte, who are conducting an evaluation of the district’s Strategic
Staffing Initiative (SSI). SSI — similar to CCSD’s Empowerment model — is designed to offer
high-needs, low-performing schools additional autonomy in managing budgets and staffing.

Each district operates in a very different community and political context, but several clear
themes are beginning to emerge from this interconnected work:

Teachers report increased time for collaboration as schools focus on improving working
conditions related to teacher effectiveness. However, teachers are not always offered the
structure and support needed to make the best use of that time. For instance, they may
lack the training and facilitation needed to collaborate effectively, or collaboration may
exclude staff who are not classroom teachers but could be excellent instructional
resources (e.g., instructional specialists for special needs students). The structure of
staffing and collaboration patterns is a critical working condition that mediates teacher
effectiveness and school success.

Teachers who report strong supports — access to professional development
opportunities, or mentoring and induction programs for beginning teachers — generally
report the highest levels of satisfaction with their working conditions and say that these
supports make them more effective in the classroom. They are also more likely to plan to
stay in the profession over the next three to five years than colleagues who lack such
supports.

Teachers rank school leadership as the most important factor in their decisions about
whether to remain in or leave their current schools. Schools in which principals invite
teacher leadership, support effective instruction and the conditions that make it possible,
and create an environment of trust and support among staff have higher rates of planned
retention.
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